In search of the elusive lipofibroblast in human lungs.
Although the pulmonary interstitial lipofibroblast (LF) has been widely recognized in rat and mouse lungs, their presence in human lungs remains controversial. In a recent issue of the Journal, Tahedl and associates (Tahedl D, Wirkes A, Tschanz SA, Ochs M, Mühlfeld C. Am J Physiol Lung Cell Mol Physiol 307: L386-L394, 2014) address this controversy and provide the most detailed stereological analysis of LFs in mammals other than rodents. Strikingly, their observations demonstrate that LFs were only observed in rodents, which contrasts with earlier reports. This editorial reviews the anatomical, physiological, and biochemical characteristics of the LF to better understand the significance of LFs for lung development and disease. Although lipid droplets are a signature of the LF cell type, it remains unclear whether lipid storage is the defining characteristic of LFs, or whether other less overt properties determine the importance of LFs. Are lipid droplets an adaptation to the neonatal environment, or are LFs a surrogate for other properties that promote alveolar development, and do lipid droplets modify physiology or disease in adults?